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ABSTRACT 

This study investigated tJ e relative ability of 
literate (n=24) , semi-literate (n=45) ^ and non-literate (n=21) adults 
to erase the initial consonant or vowel from non-words and pronounce 
the remaining phonemes. It was hypothesized that difficulty in 
removing the initial consonant from the vowel with which it 
coarticulates is due not only to perceptual immaturity but also, and 
primarily, to undeveloped metaphonological abilit.\es only acquired 
with literacy. Results indicate that the literate subjects did not 
completely succeed in erasing initial consonants, and none of the 
groups succeeded in completely erasing the initial vowel. 
Seir:i-lit:erates performed poorly, confirming non-mastery of 
phoneme -grapheme correspondence rules. Error patterns suggest that 
(1) illiterate and semi-lite "ate subjects could not properly follow 
instructions and were compelled to seek the word's meaning, the goal 
in natural communication; and (2) repetitions and perseverations 
indicate only the shallowest physical decoding (echoic response) . It 
is concluded that while the results do not fully confirm the 
hypothesis, they demonstrate the effect of mastering the alphabetic 
code on the ability to adhere to the instructions and to the 
decontextualized acouscic signal. (HSE) 
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THE ROLE OF CONTEXT TO GUARANTEE THE OPTIMIZATION 
OF LINGUISTIC COMMUNICATION 
L. Scl i ar-Cabral , Un 1 v.Fedei al de Santa Catarlna/LLV,BRAZIL)k 
L.Arruda Nepomuceno, Escola Paulista de Hedlclna, BRAZIL 
J. Morals, University Libre de Bruxel les 

Data obtained from a test of erasing an Inltla) 
consonant or vowel (the latter also a syllable) of non-wc^'ds 
will be presented and discussed to prove the Inefficiency of 
processing when depending solely on acoustic 
decontextual ized data, although conforming to a particular 
phonological system mastered by the subject. 

The experimental paradigm was the same as that used by 
the Laboratolre de Psychologle Exper imentale of the 
University Libre de Bruxel les, which asserts that knowledge 
for using the automatic unconscious processing of the speech 
acoustic signal is not dependent on the mastering of 
alphc\»etic codes. This is not the case for metaphonol ogi cal 
abilities necessary in desmembering the syllable in its 
const 1 tuents - 

The test was applied to confirm or disconfirm the 
hypothesis that the difficulty in dismembering the initial 
consonant from the vowel with which it coart 1 cu 1 ates is not 
only due to perceptual immaturity but mainly to undeveloped 
metaphonologi cal abilities which are only acquired with the 
mastering of alphabetic codes. The experiment, carried out 
with adults, was done in order to direct the Sb selective 
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attention towards the lowest processing of the speech 
acoustic signal (non-words), Isolating It from others, the 
goal of which is reaching meaning. 

The specific hypothesis was that Illiterates could not 
erase the Initial consonant from the vowel of a non-word CVC 
(20 Items), for Instance, [fur] [ur J r al though they could 
perform the Job when It was the Initial vowel (also a 

syllable) of a non-word V'CV, for Instance [afu] ► [fu] 

(20 Items) (see appendix 3 ; semi -1 Iterates would perform 
better and literates would be totally successful In both 
tasks. The test would be applied when the experimenter was 
sure that the Ss had understood the Instructions. 
SUBJECTS: 91 Ss belonged to three groups, 1 1 1 iterates(Gl :21 
Ss); seml-1 Iterates (G2:45 Ss) and 1 I ter ates (C3 : 24 Ss) . All 
of them lived In the state of SSo Paulo and were selected 
among a population of 252 people aged 15 to 50 years old. 
Acoustic and/or phonoart icul atory deficients and blllnguals 
were disregarded after assessment (Sc 1 1 ar-Cabral , 1981). 
Group 1 lived In the Inland of the state of SSo Paulo anc^ 
had neither attended school nor could recognize letters. G2 
was constituted by Ss who had attended school no more than 
the 4th grade of primary school and could match words or 
small sentences with pictures and G3 were clerks from the 
cities of Tatul and Sa© Paulo, who have more than four 
years of schooling excluding high-school on. Most of them 
were good readers. The field research was carried out by a 
team conducted by L. A.Nepomuceno (1990). 



RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The following table shows results and respective 

percentiles of each group, according to the task- 

(insert table 1 here) 

Comparison of the percentiles of correct responses in 

the task of erasing the initial consonant demonstrates the 

difference in performance of groups 1 (2.8X) and 2(1.5%) 

against G3 (78.8%). The explanation given to the bad 

performance of seml-1 iteratess is of two sorts: 

1. Si nee they could only match words or sentences with 

pictures (no specific test to assess if they had already 

Internalized the rules of graphemic-phono logical 

correspondences was applied, that is, a test of reading 

non-words which obeyed those rules in the particular 
«- 

language of the Ss) , it is possible that they recognized 
those words and sentences using conf igur at 1 onal strategies 
and/or other hypotheses (in fact this was proved by their 
performance In a test of oral reading of a story: their 
reading was totally non-fluent, with many fal^e guesses and 
gaps) . 

2. Since many of them were trying to learn reading and 
writing without achieving success (remember that they were 
adults, some of them attending the fourtp grade), poor 
performance in the task could be explained by general 
difficulties in learning. Both explanations are not mutually 
exclusive and are coherent with the results shown in the 
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task of erasing the Initial vowel, where semi -1 iterates 
contributed with only 55.9% of the corr^e^.:, answers. 

!n the comparison of the results with t lose obtained by 
Horais and his team among illiterates, semi-literates and 
literates in Portugal, two differences must be pointed out: 
ist, their Ss received previous training with many stimuli 
while in Brazil Ss were trained only with one stimulus! 2nd, 
the failure of education of illiterate adults in Brazil is 
publ icly known. 

The relatively worse performance of G3 in the task of 
erasing the initial consonant (78.8%), if compared with tlie 
Ss of Horais et al., may be also due to the low level of 
education in Brazil (specifically in reading and writing), 
in spite of the Ss having had more than 4 years of 
school ing. 

Errors in answers were grouped In four main blocks in 
relation to the complexity of processing: 

The 1st block included suppression of the 1st segment with 
distortions in the remaining sequence<SD) , for instance :[ fur] 

[uj land [apo ] — ^[fo]: extraction of one of the segments 
(EX), for instance! [few] — > [f] (since it is a H-cont inuant 
consonant, it can be pronounced in isolation): letter 
denomination (LD) , for instance: [a'su] — * fs l] (name of 
the letter "s" in Portuguese): attempt for letter 
denomination (ALDionly among the Ss who had recurrently used 
LD) , for Instance: [fojs] — > [f] . 
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The 2nd block included all the answers which led to lexical 
access (this was the case with repetitions of the segment 
which should be erased, for instance :[ a 'sa ]- — »• [a "^sado ] 
("baked") and even phrase expansions, for instanceiE a 'po] — ^ 

^wejra ("the dust"). 
The 3rd block included distortions of stiitmli without 
lexical access (ULA) maintaining the segment that should be 
erased with or without reanalysis, for lristance:[ fur] — ^ 
fiTaj ], or gruj ] — ^ feuj ](Stlmulus 2). 

The 4th block included answers where only the shallowest 
physical level of decoding was entangled: Ss repeated 
echoically the stimuli or persevered over their previous 
answers- Absence of answers was also included in this 4th 
group . 

Table 1 shows that Gl preferred lexical access more than 
G2. The perf orft'ance of G3 demonstrates that this group could 
follow the instructions given by the experimenter in the 
majority of the cases, thus preventing the natural pathway 
which reaches lexical access and semantic mapping when the 
processing of the acoustic verbal signal in the 
communicative seating takes place. G3 gave only 14 (2.8%) 
answers with lexical access in the task of erasing the 
initial consonant (no answers of this type were given in the 
other task), against 132 (31.4%) from Gl and 161 (17.8%^ 
from G2. Both these Gs gave respectively 90 (21.4%) and 109 
(12.1%) of DLAs (distortions with lexical access) in the 
task of erasing the initial vowel. Among these answers given 



by G3 In the task of erasing the Initial consonant, the 
preferred type was the on^ which followed the instruction, 
that is, erasing the initial consonant (37 answers) , which 
was not the case with Gs 1 and 2. 

The more complex the task was, the more the less 
literate population tended to the shallouest level of 
decoding(Block 4): 01: 196 (46.6%) and 02:535 (59.4%), 
-gainst 41 (8.2%) of 03 (this last group gave only 2 
absences and 5 perseverations) . 

In this paper we will concentrate the discussion on 
blocks 2 and 3 of the types of answers, which Illustrate 
more clearly the role of context to guarantee the 
optimization of linguistic oral communication. 

(Insert Tables 2 and 3 here) 

The processing of the acoustic verbal signal in a 
natural setting follows two interacting and compensatory 
pathways: 

1 . bottom-up, from the shal lowest physi cal level of 
decoding and 

2. top-down, allowing the recognition of the relevant 
cues of a part leu 1 ar 1 anguage , in order to 

2.1 extract the phonetic features from acoustic 

cues 

2.2 synthei3ize them in a phoneme 

2.3 rearranges the phonemes into morphemes for 
recognition of particular units in the mental lexicon 

2.4 atribute them meaning. 



In a natural setting, contextual cues and previous 
knowledge (both linguistic and of the world) are used by the 
listener to correct hypotheses while recognising the speech 
s 1 gn a 1 . 

Blocks 2 and 3 of answers of Gl and G2 show the 
distortions the Ss are compelled to, if they are not trained 
for allocating attention to the acoustic cues when asked to 
solve a difficult task(whlch Is the cas-^ of Gs 1 and 2): 
they tend to these distortions either In order to accomodate 
the representations of the speech signal to ones which allow 
lexical access (the natural pathway In the communicative 
setting) or simply because it is difficult to retain in 
short term memory the representation of signals the function 
of which is only to solve a difficult experimental task for 
them. Tables 2 and 3 show examples of both tendcjncies. 

□bserve that distortions (mainly when there is lexical 
access), with only one exception, follow ne phonemic rules 
of the Portuguese languages there is only one answer f rs, 
which disobeys a phonotactlc rule, although it existed in 
Latin (pars, parti s; mors, mortis, for instance) and many of 
them conform to the cancnlc vocabular pattern of the 
Portuguese language 'CVCV, for instance: [fcswl — ^ [ Togo! 
("fire"), VeomH ("hunger"), ['f uma ]( " (he) smokes"), ['fomo] 
("(we) went") when distortions lead to lexical access. 
Actually, Ss ' answers with lexical access followed two 
concomitant major characteristics! conforming to the canonic 
vocabular structure of the Portuguese language and/or 
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frequency of us6 (for instance, occurrences of the verb to 
be (which is a homonym of the verb to go in the past perfect 



Confirming the major difficulty in the task of erasing 
the initial consonant if compared with the one of erasing 
the vowel, most of the Ss who gave answers with lexical 
access m thij last task also erased the vowel (Git 60 out of 
90 LAs; G2:&8 out of 109 LAs (03 had no LAs In the test of 
erasing the Initial vowel)), while m the test of erasing 
the initial consonant nobody have given LA erasing the 
initial segement: most of the Ss repeated it (Gl:95; G2:113 
and G3:7) . 

The same is true with distortions without lexical 
access (ULA) : they were more frequent on the tack of erasing 
the initial consonant (Gl!72, 02; 155 and G3! 4 against 17, 
16 and 1, respectively, in the task of erasing the initial 
vowel ) . 
CONCLUSIONS 

Although the initial hypothesis has not been entirely 
confirmed, since neither literates (G3) have completely 
succeeded m the te.sk of erasing the initial conson&nt from 
the vowel with which It coart icui ates (78.8% of correct 
responses) nor did the three groups succeeded completely in 
the task of erasing the initial vowel (Gl: 41.1%; G2:55.9% 
and G3: 92.8% of correct responses), it is without doubt the 
effect of literacy on the task of dismembering the syllable, 
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since Gs 1 and 2 only obtained 2.8% and 1.5% of correct 
responses in this task. 

The poor performance of the group of sem l - 1 l ter ates can 
be attributed to the fact that they have not entirely 
mastered the rules of phonem 1 c-graphem l c correspondences, 
which was proved m another task of reading aloud and/or to 
some learning dlff icJlt ies, since most of them were trying 
for some years to become literate without success, 

Neverthlass, all groups improved their performance In 
the task of erasing the initial vowel (also a syllable), 
although Gs 2 and 3 have produced many deviant responses. 

The kinds of errors pointed towards two main 
directions: lexical access and repet itions/persaverations. 
Lexical access is a type of answer which demonstrates that 
Illiterates and semi -1 iterates could not properly follow 
Instructions given by the experimenter: they were compelled 
to reach meaning, which is the final goal in a natural 
setting. Repetitions and perseverations were the answers 
where only the shallowest physical level of decoding wes 
entangled (echoic responses). 

The low number of correct responses obtained by Gs 1 
and 2 (2.8 and 1.5%, respectively) in the test of erasing 
the Initial consonant from the vowel with which it 
coart i cu 1 ates demonstrates the effect of mastering the 
alphabetic code on that ability: subjects demoni^trated 
difficulty to adhere properly to the instructions given by 
the experimenter and, consequently, to the acoustic signal, 
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which was decontextual ized and did not serve to the 
communicative function. 
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CONSONANT VOWEL 
Gl % GJ % G3 % Gl % G2 % G3 % 

CORRECT 12 2.8 14 1.5 -394 78.8 173 41.1 495 55.9 464 92.8 



SUBTOTAL 420 1100 
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SUBTOT.'iL 90 167 

BLOCK 2 (LA) % % % % % 

Lexical access 132 31.4 161 17.8 14 2.8 90 21.4 109 12.1 



SUBTOTAL 307 199 



BLOCK 3 (WLA) % % % % % Z 

Distortions with- 
out lexical aecesss 
maintaining the initial 
segment or reanalyzing it 
(including aleatory 

answers) 72 17.4 155 17.2 4 0.8 1? 4.4 16 1.7 1 0.2 



SUBTOTAL 231 34 



BLOCK 4 % % % % % % 

Repetitions . 

perseverations. 

null 196 46.6 535 59.' 41 8.2 102 24.2 179 19.8 7 1.4 



SUBTOTAL 772 288 

TOTAL . 420 900 500 420 900 500 



TABLE 1. Results and percentiles of answers according to groups of Ss 
and blocks of types of answers in a test of erasing an initial 
consonant and vowel. 



LEXICAL A-^ .iSS <LA) WITHOUT LEXICAL ACCESS(WLA> 

Stimulus Answer Translation Subjects Answer Subjects 

1. foO fu.i (I) went was 01:1.7,18,21 fro Gl:14 

02:11,20,23.44 fow 02: 6 
fej 7 
fo 25 

foj (he)went was 01:8.20 03: 1 

02:4, 15,21,22 
32,38 

'foj leaf 03:15 

2. fuo fT end 01:1,3.11.13 

14, 16. 18 
G2: 1, 12.3 
03:9 

14. f ow 'fogo fire 01:2 fu 01:2,12 

'fomi hunger 19 fu 21 

'fuma (he)smokes 02:20 foj 02:2,22 

'fomo (we^went 35 fo 26,28 



Table 2 .xajnples of distortions with lexical access (LA) and without 
lexical a^oess (SLA), in the test of erasins the initial consonant. 



LEXICAL ACCESS (LA) WITHOUT LEXICAL ACCESS (WLA) 

Stimulus Answer Translation Subjects Answer Subjects 

7.a'pow paw bread 01:2.4,10,19 a'f5w^01:3 

a'p9W 11 

'pSbis pidgeon 02:7 a'po 02:16 

'pe-pB rock 34 

p£ foot PO 03:17 

11 a'ka 'kanl? sugar cane 01:2 a'kuj 01:21 

02:33 a'po 02:16 

'kSme bed 01:4,10 
'katB (he)sings 02:15 
kd (heiwants 34,36 

13, a'su 'sukie sugar 01:4 a'su 01:11 

'/uw rain 10 

'sutu plot 02:15 

a'sutu " 4,22 

sD alone 34 



Table 3. Examples of distortions with lexical acess (LA) and without 
lexical access(WLA), in the test of erasing the initial vowel (also 
syllable) . 



APPENDIX 



LIST OF STIMULI 

Test of erasing the initial Test of erasing the initial 

consonant vowel (also a syllable) 



1. fDO 

2 . f u j 

3. fur 

4 . f a j 

5 . f£ j 

6. fows 
7, 



10. f:?r 

11. faw 

12. fej 

13. f£r 

14. fow 

15. fos 

« .O V 4 

17. faw 



19. fej 

20. fus 



a su 
a' t§ 
a'ko 
a pi 
a Ve 
a f u 



a /o 



8. fojs 

9. feds ^ 



a'f i 
a'kS 
a'fD 
a su 
a'ko 
a ' ped 
a'fo 
a'sa 
a'tD 



18- fer ..^^ 

^5^^ a fu 



a po 



